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A         LIVING         MEMORIAL        SUSTA    INED         BY  A  GRATEFUL       PEOPLE 

NEAR   CUMBERLAND  GAP 

HARROGATE,  TENNESSEE 


DEPARTMENT  OF   LINCOLNIANA 
R     GERALD    MCMURTRY.    DIRECTOR 


Mr.  Don  Block 
654  Emerson  St. 
Denver  3,  Colorado. 


Dear  Mr.  Block: 


March  23,  1948 


I  would  be  delighted  to  see  your  photograph  of  the  man  who 
held  Booth's  horse  the  night  of  Lincoln  s  assassination. 

While  I  do  not  know  how  we  can  use  your  photograph  in  the 
Lincoln  Herald  I  am  eager  to  see  the  picture. 

Thanking  you,  I  remain 


Yours  sincerely 
R.'G-erald  McMurtry 
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Dear   Gerald;- 


I  called  on  Angello       Ratto  manager  of  the  Palace     Theater (movie  house) 
regarding  Cough  Drop     Joe.  Angy  says  that  he  knew  Joe  when  he  (Angy)  was  a 

little  boy.        They       -  the  kids      -  used  to  holler  at  Joe  "Lidja  Hold  The  Horse"? 
J0e  carried  a  po2>l  cue  which  he  would  throw  at  the  boys.       Joe  knew  Angello 
Ratto' s  mother  and  always  went  and  told  her  about  Angy  and  Angy  got  many  a  whipping 
for  tormenting  the  old  man.         NCOT,   if  all  that  be  true  and  I  thoroly  believe  it  to 
be,     then  Angy  Ratto  knew  old  Joe  mighty  well.         AND,  this  is  what  Ratto  movie 
manager  says;-     that  Cough  Drop  Joe  was  born  in  Genoa,  that  he  was  an  Italian 
Catholic,  that  he  was  devoutly  religious  and  went  to  Holy  Rosary  Italian  Catholic 
Church  and  that  Father  Di  Carlo  was  his   spiritual  adviser  and  in  Joe's   later  years 
took  care  of  the  old  man.       The  principal  thing  is  that  old  Joe  was       Italian. 

I  do  not  believe  that  the  man  who  actually  held  Booth's  horse  was  an  Italian  nor  that 
his  name  ever  was  Ratto.       Do  you? 


I  went  to     the  businec/college       today  and  talked  with  the  lady  in  charge.       She  was 
sincerely  interested   in  wanting  to  secure  the  work  for  one  of  her  advanced  students. 
She  wanted  me  to  pay  the  girl  75jzf  an  hour  which  is  dirt  cheap.         Public  stenographers 
get  three  dollars  an  hour.        I  decided  to  go  over  to  the  Capitol  building  and  see  what 
I  could  do  over  there.        I  got  an  offer  of  the  owrk  being  done  at  75^  per  hundred  cards. 
THat's   reasonable  too.         SO,    I  got  to  thinking  about  some  young  inexperienced  girl  from 
the  business  college  taking  the  cards  home  and  maybe  losing  a  few  or  getting  them 
mixed  up  or  in  some  other  way  making  it  difficult  to  get  them  back  promptly  and  I 
decided  against  the  business  college  deal.         DAMM  ,      I  was  supposed  to  bring  the  cards 
to  work  with  me  and  stop  by  the  capitol  in  the  morning  on  the  way  home.        I  FORGOT  THEM  AS 
I  WALKED   OUT  OF  THE  HOUSE.    LEFT  THEM  OH  A  RADIATOR  BY  THE  DOOR,    1ST  THAT  STUPID.       WELL, 
anyway     I'M  working  on  it.        I  mean  I  am  not  asleep  at  the  switch,    I  am  on  the  ball, 
(except  for  going  out  and  leaving  them,  that_was  plumb-dumb  stupid)        I'll  keep  in  touch 
with  you  on  the  C0ugh  Drop  Joe  thing. 
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jEB27      43Ss&/il*c*      II        »e*nin«»<*      **      DC    *•»«»**    7th      1980 

h^^^J^uima^     I  have  your  pleasant  ,  nice  not©  taking  ne  to  task  for 
SS^dS^^Stini  Ton.  thanks  Big  Boy.        I  have  Just  f  inished  six  aontha  in 
^^lo^BToSu'^kins  out  of  the  headquarters  D  C  ^PoUton  £lice 
?«*  w  *baoltttelv  no  opportunity  to  writ*  an  occasional  letter  *hile  ,  lets  at 
S^hct^ngf^t  reflly    uiet.      Ho^rver.  *ou  arc  J^f-*~^ £§  ** 
tbsn  I  Starr.  Doctor  Bull*rd,  the    teacher-lsdies  in  Klkton    cat  we™*11* 
ISL*  fmralranh)  rite  ne  a  long  typed  note  telling  ne  tb  out  ho*  you  ore 

SaSa^ait^.  (paragraph)         I  ora  indeed  darned  geld  to  get  back  into  harness  agall 

T£L  2U  i-  jiSTwSl  •»  a  harness  Bull.    But,  I,  Like  it  that  ,ay. 

^.toid  and  distressed  about  *y  realtionship  and  status  with  Claude  ^srl 
S^ndrr^SSng^ut      int  venture  to  coapile  ^**^*~«2j£  "£? 
Sues  deaUnV^th  the  Civil    ar  I  resident.      e  have  <^le^J^J^4**    *£• 
i  MWafraid^aat  all  does  not  seen  too  istt  in  that  he  refuses  to  answer  ray  letters. 
Jhen*  ftr^^t^ed^a  agreed  to  do  with  the  work,  I  *^/»  ^f"*  int° 
S^irsMp  on  a  54-50  basis  with  W  supplying  the  «f^*  £™XttM^  **        ^ 
uSaTlha  ia*»  of  publication,  the  date  of  issue,  and  the  author.      "J2»*f  ?•» 
Si^tt  lasted.  I  now  have  nothing  to  show  for  qy  several  years  of  off  it  along 

Siitato  it  all  in  hi*  yS«  e*  *»  11™  in  Mmrtu  0«a*»  J&»*. 
thiB  'fb^a  ££  Sid.  *o  £  en  **  doctor    nd^hosa ^  is  up  toWJWg. . 


^^sutTof  thfassassin,  end  the  trial  of  the  conspirators"      It  was  am  *£**>" 
J^  farce  to  those  of  up  ^  are  inform  on  the  story,  ifirst,  he  is^ neither 

r^Srspeaker  nor  a  historian.    His  voice  is  extremely  poor,  is  locking  in  that 
SMalTtaLtto    uality  of  emphasis,  votoe.    end  f*^n^J^  *°* 
lIHas  a  Lnotone,  flat  uniate**eting.      His  need  for  instruction  ^  *0^.* 
toM ^eheTand  a  Dale  Oarnesie  course  is  urgent  and  obvious.  JUi  is  entirely 

£  ulprSesSoSl  historian,    he  spoke  of  spending  four  ^*£^»  ** 
25J~« ^Tvj.^      -f-ch  deplorable  and  rodlculeus  thinking  should  ne\ar  tave  bean 
Mt^Ttte ^s^htti^teu  audience  opposed  of  intelligent  .metropolitan  parens, 

He  knows  just  about  «a  ouch  about  the  subjection  which  he  began  by  assuring  his  audiet 
-nco  that  he  had  read  just  about  everything.  h*4  be«n  sisny  miles  in  saarch  of  all 
the  available  information,  and  in  gaet  posed  us  an  extremely  wall  infbraed  person) 
as  a  hog  knows  about  Sunday.     True  he  has  a  anporfloitil  ,  casual  knowledge  but 
isfnt  there  an  axle®  w  A  little  knowledge  is  a  dangerous  thing"  n    I  sloost  forgot 
to  add  about  his  voice  that  he  faced  the  slides  while  talking  which  aeant  that  his  ba< 
back  a  as  to  his  audience  {unpardonable  2  feel).        Secondly  his  slides  eere  inexous- 
-ably  poor,  iafoerior  and  inade  uate.      Sither  Ool  asynond,  Oongresamn  Reed,     3tanlej 
ToClure  or  Hon  Bill  Leahy  eoLukdafeavfciimdexastteae    and  lost  but  not  least  David 
Bankin  Barbae  could  have  jaade  a  brilliant,  effective  and  entertaining  lacture  on  this 
s  as  subject  which  would  have  been  so  vastly  superior  to  l^idd  that  lludd  should  never 
have  been  permitted  to  have  his  transportation  pa&i  all  the  way  down  here  from  Miohigi 

—an. 

one  laoze  thing :       Co  triad  to  arrange  a  *ranle  mscusaionM  on  the  subject  of  thi 
i  ssasssinatlon   dth  Stanley  Kiaael  added  to  the  above  six  recognised  experts  and  we 
wrote  the  Library  of  Congress  making  thera  for  agreerasnt  to  hold  it  in  the    hiteall 
or  lihithall  Pavilion,  got  a  letter  back  saying  that  they  wanted  a  script  of  ©hat 
we  were  £*oing  to  say.    I  showed  it  to  one  of  the  aerabers  of  the  panel  ^ho  snorted 
his  indignation  by  saying  that  he  would  net  even  answer  the  letter,  that  it  did  not 
deserve  and  anewer.     .another  member  of  the  panel  thought  they  were  scared  of  offending 
the  Catholioa  by  our  saying  that  Doctor  tfcdd  was  gailty  as  hell  snd  Ool  Raymond 
wee  slighUy  riled  and  irritated  and  said  that  he  *ould  not  prostitute  the  truth 
for  wtenty  libraries  of  Congress  nor  for  all  the  sasefcers  of  the  Congress  and  as  far 
as  he  mm  concerned  that  that  kind  of  a  reply  eliminated  him  as  a  panel  member. 
I  an  eiraid  that  that  is  as  far  as  it  will  go  until  or  unless  we  put  it  on  in  the 
Id  yord»s  Theater  Lincoln  ^seum  cosae  next  .nvril  14-1 5th.     (  Paragraph) 
Have  I  redeemed  layaelf  George  T?    Ton  stay  m  well  knots  that  this  is  a 
chain-gang  open-forum,  bul^&enalcki  round-robin  letter  0«M*     .77?? 
s  ever      3ert.  l\JJlASh 


~ raxa  sTsremenx  regarding  the  hair  slander,  half  American  folklore  story  about  Joseph 
Gatto  fearing  held  John  V likes  Booth's  horse  Is  actually  an  addenda  and  a  postscript  to  ay 
previous  report  which  was  a  reply  and  a  contradiction  to  Don  Bliek's  story*        This  tins 
again  the  ugly  rumor  has  reared  its  head,  it  is  not  dead  by  any  means. 

This  edition  of  a  Communication,  bxll-sesslon,  gossip-column,  open-forum,  chain-gang, 
round-robin  is    likely  to  be  longer,  better  than  the  last  and  previous  one  for  reason  of 
the  newer  and  additional  information  which  has  come  my  way*  However,  1  hope  it  will  definitely 
be  the  very  last,  and  final  one  ever  on  this  subject, 

I  was  invited  to  a  Hew  Year's  party  at  a  neighbor's  home,  1  went*     John  Lterris  ,  an 
Irish  Catholic,  an  alumna  of  Holy  Cross  at  Worcester  Mass,     and  F.B.I.  agent  was  my  host. 
John  proceeded  to  tell  me  that  a  number  of  years  ago  that  he  and  another  young  nan  accosted 
Joe  and    that  Joe  told  them  that      -  yes  it  was  true  that  it  was  he  who  held  Booth's  horse 
in  the  alley  that  fatal  April  night. 

'When  I  went  to  the  first  precinct  away  back  in  1925  Joe  was  still  then  around  roaming 
the  streets  of  the  downtown  picking  up  tin-foil  from  cigarett  packages  and  from  chewing 
and  smoking  tobacco  packages.       Ceiophane  was  then  unknown,  and  the  tin  foil  had  a  sale 
value  at  junk  shops.       He  was  very  short  ,  not  over  five  feet  in  stature,  he  always  wore  e 
black  mustachio,  one  of  those  balck,  drooping  handle-bar  varieties.    %s  shapeless  black  hat 
was  never  changed,  it  was  timeless,  he  always  looked  exactly  the  same.     He  wore  a  quite  long 
black  overcoat  which  came  almost  to  his  shoe  tops.       X  do  not  think  he  ever  bathe*,  and  if  he 
had  a  hair  cut  I  am  sure  lie  cut  it  himself.     Stoop-shouldered,  he  walked  calmly  and  with 
completes  inattention  to  the  grinding  brakes  and  the     scawking  and  bawling  of  the  auto  horns 
of  the  outraged  motorists  meant  nothing  to  him,  nor  did  the  fact  that  he  was  taking  his  life 
in  his  hands  every  tine  he  walked  nonchalontly  in  front  of  a  rapidly  oncoming  auto.     Zany's 
the  time  I've  seen  him  late  at  night  on  F  Street  anywhere  between  9th    on  up  to  14th,  wanding 
his  lonely,  stubbonn  way,  an  isolationist,  low  grade  mentally, he  never  (s?  far  as  I  knowH 
jaede  friends,  nor  was  he  ever  even  cordial  to  anybody. 

".'ell,  naybe,  there  was  one  person  to  whom  he  gave  his  complete  confidence,  his  dog-like 
devotion    —  that  was  to  Father  Nicholas  De  ?&Lreo  229  F     Street  K.;:.  of  Holy  Rosary  Italian 
Catholic  Church.     Then,  too,  he  gave  Ellis  Craig  H^irae  as  imch  cordiality,  as  much  of  his 
time  as  he  ever  gave  anybody  other  than  Father  Be  Carlo. 

Bills  Craig  Helms  was  the  crossing  officer  at  13th  and  F  Streets  N.l','.  when    ewe  had  no 
electrically  operated  traffic  lights,  the  officer  manipulated  by  hand  a  (so-called)  sema- 
-pore.       Helms  got  to  know  joe,  was  kind  to  the  old  fellow.       So  was  Sddy  Brownly  the  owner 
of  the  large  and  prosperous  candy  store  located  on  the  corner.     Helios  used  to  slip  the  old  man 
a  dollar  bill  once  in  a  while,  so  did  T4dy  Brownly.     If  there  was  any  one    erson  outside 
Father  De  i&rco  who  was  Cough  Drop  Joe's  friend  I  believe  it  was  Craig  Helms,    You  know 
the  old  adage  -  to  have  a  friend  ,  be  one.     -ell,  that,  I  think,  was  the  solution.,  the  answer. 

Joe  xxx  spoke  only  extremely  poor  Bnglish,  not  kxx  very  bright  he  expressed  hisaelf 
poorly.       He  was  never  one  to  warm  up  to  anyone  (  certainly  to  the  very  best  of  my  knowledge 
and  belief).     He  travelled  his  nocturnal  path  alone,  unwashed,  stoop-shouldered ,  with  re-  kless 
abandon  for  the  safety  of  his  life  and  limb.  But  he  kept  to  himself  ,  streets  swarming  with 
people  he  was  alone  In  a  crowded  city. 

Joe  lies  buried  now  in  St  4fery's  Cemetery.     He  died  in  Providence  Hospital  A  gust  12th  194 
1946,  he  was  supposed  to  be  95  years  old  at  the  time  he  died.     His  mother  -  Sophie  Capello 
Katto,     -  his  father  Guide  Ratto.      He  lies  buried  in  a  lot  donated  by  a  distant  relative 
Blanche  Sheaf  fer     &  18  Evarts  Street  1S.E.  in  lot  34  section  11,  site  7,  there  is  no  marker  on 
the  grave. 

Joe  slept  in  the  alley  between  9-&-IQth  E-&-F  streets  N.V.  I  am  sure  there  was  no  bath 
in  the  place  where  he  was  allowed  to  sleep,  I  sure  he  paid  no  rent,  I  am  sure  he  would  not 
have  be^n  able  to. 


I 


page  two  of  the  communication  regarding  Cough  Drop  Joe  Ratto. 

Joe  was  known  as  cough  drop  because  he  used  to  many  years  ago  go  around  with  a  tray  of 
cough  drops  suspended  from  his  shoulders,  trying  to  eke  out  a  small  and  scant  livelyhood. 
He  was  ,  I  belelve  related  to  Angy  Rat  to  ,  manager  of  the   Palace  heater  at  13th  and  f    Street 
N.V*.  but  neither  Angy  nor  Father  ^e  ?1areo  either  ever  liked  to  talk  about  old  Joe,  I  can 
well  undertsand  why.  Angy  was  successful,  reputable  with  a  certain  amount  of  prestige.  There 
was  not  ouch  you  say  about  the  old  fellow,  except  that 

he  was  constantly  being  tormented  by  being  asked  "did  you  hold  the  horse**  Joe  was  a  lot 
like  John  Coulter  or  Colter  back  in  Jefferson  Sity  Missouri.   I  suspect  there  is  one  in  every 
community  ,  some  poor  old  man  that  folks  torment.  Not  quite  crazy  you  undertsand,  but  neither 
are  they  high  grade  mentally.  Old  man  Colter  back  in  Missouri  was  constantly  being  tormented 
by  the  kids,  we  used  to  holler  "Hoot  Owl"  at  the  old  amn  and  he  would  act  almost  the  same 
in  Jefferson  City  upon  the  hated  vaords  "Hoot  Owl"  as  did  Cough  Drop  Joe  a  Quarter  of  a  century 
later  and  almost  a  thousand  a  miles  away  when  he  was  ever  asked  "did  you  hold  the  horse??" 

Old  f»  Joe  would  scream,  wave  his  arms,  spit,  jump  up  and  down,  and  "carry  onW  something 
awful.   Really  it  was  cuite  a  sight  to  see.   Don  Block  once  took  a  picture  of  the  old  man 
being  tormented,  he  was  spectacular,  violent,  and  I  am  distresed  to  add  that  I  suspect  that 
had  the  poor  old  fellow  not  put  on  such  a  good  show  for  the  tormentors  that  it  would  have  died 
a  natural  death  and  have  been  forgotten.   But  it  was  too  good  a  show  for  the  men  and  boys 
who  used  to  agitate  or  disturb  Joe,  they  could  not  resist  the  temptation. 

That  is  not  the  only  reason  I  wonder  about  John  Morris's  story  that  he  and  a  third  person 
were  drinking  beer  ?&th  Joe  and  that  Joe  became  quite  confidential  and  chummy  and  confessed 
to  them  that  he  actually  did  hold  Booth's  horse.  Ihere  is  another  good  reason  for  my  sincere 
doubt  that  John's  story  is  absolutely  accurate  and  convincing.  Mind  you  I  do  not  say  that 
John  is  intentionally  misrepresenting  the  facts  in  the  case. 

Old  joe  was  so  wild,  so  extremely  excited,  so  terribly  angry  whenever  anybody  eves      j 
mentioned  the  horse  thing  to  him.   Also,  joe  was  mentally  a  hermit,  enormously  introverted,  I 
a  social  isolationist.   Outside  of  Helm®  I  never  saw  nor  heard  of  anybosy  wheo  ever  got     ( 
close  to  Joe,        He  just  was'nt  that  tymp  type  to  fratranize,  to  relax,  to  warn  up,  to 
cut  loose  with  a  mouthful  of  friendly  effort  at  being  communicative.   I  do  not  say  that 
John  deliberately  exaggerated.  John  says  they  were  drinking  beer,  I  ?»nder  how  much  beer  John 
had  had  that  day.   Because  everyhting  Joe  said  was  difficult  to  understand.  Mot  only  was 
his  mind  low  garde,  but  his  broken  Saglish  was  an  enormous  difficulty.   Also  that  was  a 
long  time  ago  that  John  says  this  happened,  a  lot  of  water  has  gone  under  the  bridge;. 

Joe  could  not  have  intelligently  nor  honestly  have  replied  that  he  held  Booth's  horse 
that  tragic  April  14  night.  The  horse  holder  was  one  Peanuts  John  Burroughs.  Nothing  has 
everx  been  hinted  nor  susgested  that  Burroughs  was  an  Italian,  nor  that  goe  was'nt,  nor  that 
either  had  an  alias,  Joe  grew  up  at  10th  and  S  streets  H«W»  or  in  that  neighborhood.   The 
fact  is  that  Joe  was  old  enough  to  havea  played  around  in  that  alley  as  a  small  child.  Aiaybe 
he  did  hold  Booth's  horse  at  some  time  —  I  wonder.  But  not  the  night  that  Booth  shot  the 
Civil  War  President  on  April  14  1865,  Joe  could  not  have  said  in  all  honesty  nor  sincerity 
that  he  did  and  I  do  not  believe  that  he  did.  Joe  wasextremely  uncommunicative,  he  talked 
very  little  to  anywody  ever.    I  doubt  John's  story,  but  make  no  mistake  about  this  I  do  not 
mean  to  cast  any  reflection  on  John's  honesty,  his  aboslute  relaibility,  his  judgement,  his 
accuracy. 

But,  so  many  things  could  have  happened.  He  could  have  had  a  goodly  portion  of  suds 
which  might  have  caused  a  slight  error  in  his  judgement  as  to  exactly  what  did  Joe  say, 
certainly  Joe  did  not  speak  dearly.   iSaybe  Joe  died  say  something  about  having  held  the 
famous  actor's  horse  on  another  occasion  that  on  the  assassination  night. 


page  three  of  the  Cough-drop  Joe  news-letter  by  Sheldon,  Janurary  15th  1951 

Old  Joe  lies  dead  and  buried  in  3t  Mary's  Cemetery  opposite  Glemwood  Cemetery  where  in 
(Glenwood)  is  supposed  to  have  bsen  buried  Atzerodt  eltho  the  Cemetery  officials  deny 
(a)  that  he  ever  was  (B)  that  he  is  not?  (C)  or  that  their  records  show  any  record  or  referent! 
whatever  to  him.  Joe  lies  in  an  unmarked  grave,  so  does  the  Heroic!  boy  lie  in  an  UKuerked 
grave  at  Congressional  Cemetery,  so  does  Booth  in  Greenmount  in  Baltimore.   'Ike  name 
Peanuts  suggests  also  that  Burroughs  may  have  been  either  or  both  low  in  stature  and  in 
mentality,  I  am  nxot  sure  I  am  just  guessing,  it  does  sound  slightly  logical  tho  doesnt  it, 
*jx  alley  horse-holder  need  not  be  a  mental  giant  nor  is  he  too  apt  to  be.  3o  it  is  possible 
that  old  Joe  may  have  a  counterpart  in  Burroughs  to  some  slight  extent  —  I  wonder.   Joe 
is  not  the  only  dim-wit  associated  with  this  story,  so  was  the  Hero  Id  boy,  so  was  Atzerodt 
a  dullard,  a  dope.   Yes  there  are  faint  but  v/ell  marked  aprallels,  but  they  dont  prove  any- 
-thing  —  do  they.??   Old  Joe  was  an  allay  habitue,  the  alley  was  in  the  bleok  only 
one  square  removed  from  and  adjoining  the  Ford  Theater  square  on  the  east.  Out  of  one 
alley  came  an  assassin,  out  of  the  other  came  poor  harmless  old  Joe,  May  his  eoul  rest  in 
peace. 

Lets  close  this  narrative  on  an  incident  which  may  illustrate  the  character  of  Guiseppe 
Eatto,  after  all  he  never  haraed  anubody.   One  night  when  it  ~;as  terribly  cold,  Iddy 
Bromly  Galled  to  Helms  to  come  over  for  a  ruiek  snort  (prohibition  days  Too,  shame  on  yon 
Craig,  end  you  an  officer  of  the  law)  i&dxraragq&bBA^^  Aj  Helm* 

walked  away  from  the  corner  he  threw  up  his  hand,  "Look  out  for  things  while  I  am  inside 
for  a  minute  Joe"  (and  Joe  did,  but  HOW)   Eddy  Brosnly  and  Craig  were  inside  having  their 
short  snort  when  they  heard  the  dsemst  honking  of  horns,  the  squealing  of  brakes  and  they 
looked  out  the  ralndow  t.nd  old  Joe  ^as  aanipulating  the  semaphore,  red-light  green-light 
swinging  crazily  on  and  off  with  poor  old  |be  doing  his  level  best  to  help  out  his  friend 
the  Cop  on  the  Corner  who  was  kind  to  him  occasionally,  after  ell  he  told  him  to  did'nt  he  1 


your  friend 

BERT   acsLDON. 


January  2k  t   196J 

Editor,   Sunday  1-lagazine 
The  Washington  Star 
I"7as  hingt  on ,    D .  C . 

Dear  Sir: 

I  should  like  to  submit  to  you  a  manuscript  concerning 
"Coughdrop  Joe''  Ratto,  a  Washington  L.C.  character  who  was  ac- 
cused of  holding  John  Wilkes  Booth's  horse  the  night  of  Lincoln's 
assassination,  April  1^-,  1865.  and  who  himself  half-way  believed 
this  story. 

This  article  might  appeal  to  you  for  an  April  issue 
(month  of  Lincoln's  assassination)  of  your  magazine. 

I  enclose  two  newspaper  clippings  (photostats)  from 
your  newspaper,  The  Washington  Star,  about  Ratto,  dated  January  2k , 
1926,  and  August  15,  19k6.     You  will  note  that  I  have  incorporated 
a  considerable  amount  of  new  information  into  my  article. 

If  you  need  to  illustrate  this  article,  your  artist 
should  be  able  to  make  a  pretty  good  drawing  of  Ratto  from  the 
1926  news  story. 

Hoping  to  receive  a  favorable  reply  from  you,  I  am 


Yours  sincerely, 


RGM/rh 


*£  >W&  W|-n^fcr 


R.  Gerald  KcMurtry 


F.  S.  -  Please  find  enclosed  stamped  envelope  for  the  return  of 
the  manuscript,  should  you  find  you  cannot  use  it. 

f  oKT    wAy*E  ,  I  a/  t> 
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|  COUGHDROF'  JOE  STILL  REMAINS 
CAPITAL'S    OLDEST   CHARACTER 

|  Old  Timers  Know  Him  as 

Man  Who  Didn't  Hold 

Booth's  Horse. 


I  Familiar     Figure     About 

Town  Still  Tries  to  Live 

Down  Rumor. 


Landmarks  may  rome  and  land- 
marks may  go.  Inn  we  still  have  with 
ns  Coughdrdp  Jo*.  the  man  who  did 
not  hold  Booth's  horse,  despite  per- 
petual reports  to  Hip  contrary. 

You  know  '  i.ugKdrop  Joe.- nf  course, 
Everybody  who  knows  anything  at 
\U  iiboul  Washington  knows  Joe:  he 
Is  thai  distinctive.  The  mere  men- 
tion <>f  the  name  conjures  up  a  pic- 
ture of  a  faded  derby,  pulled  down 
over  the  ears;  of  an  over-length  over- 
iM^t  dragging  on  the  pavement  of 
ultra-fashionable  trousers  falling  In 
layers  about  shufflng  shoes.  (Joe  is 
ihe  man  who  introduced  Oxford  hairs 
to  Washington  some  half  a  century 
ago.) 

The  rumor  connecting  him  with 
John  Wilkes  Booth,  Lincoln's  assas 
sin,  has  been  the  bane  of  Joe's  exist- 
ence for  many  years.  The  report 
originated  trom  a  jest.  It  is  said,  by 
a  policeman  with  a  fondness  for 
twitting  the  picturesque  old  Italian. 
The  joke  was  taken  up  by  newsboys, 
who  always  have  gloried  in  i*'kin£ 
inn  at  him.  The  joke  became  "a  ru- 1 
mor."  and  the  rumor  has  spread  until 
nearly  everybody  has  come  to  refer 
tn  Old  Joe  as  the  man  who  held 
Booth's  horse. 

Still  Feiirg  Accusation. 

The  mere  mention  of  Booth  <>r  his 
Ivuse  i--  enough  to  start  Joe  on  n 
rampage.  one  newspaper  man  who 
had  the  temerity  to  ask  him  about 
this  matter  several  ye-irs  ago  was 
chased  for  three  blocks  by  the  enraged 
Italian.  Joe  has  heard  and  resented 
so  often  the  report  connecting  him 
with  Booth's  .horse  that  the  matter 
virtually  has  become  an  obsession 
with  him.  It  is"  said  by*  his  friends 
that  h"  li\fs  in  fear  of  beins  accused, 
even  at  this  late  date,  of  complicity 
in  Booth's  plans,  and  frequently,  In 
I  stead  of  denying  the  assertion  out- 
I  right,  will  blurt  out:  "They  cant 
prove  it."  „       . 

There    are    some     "old-timers       wno 
vet    believe    that    Joe,    then    a    boy    of 


phia  during  pert  of  his  boyhood  and 
Is  said  to  have  come  to  Washington 
In  1861.  It  is  said  that  Joe  worked  as 
a  building  laborer  at  one  time,  and 
was  injured,  when' part  of  the  old 
Willard  Hotel,  then  under  reconstruc- 
tion, fell  on  him  about  a  quarter  of 
i  century  ago.  It  is  also  claimed  that 
the  largest  sum  of  money  he  ever 
saved,  totaling  about  J.ino,  was  lo.-t  in 
the    famous     Waggaman     realty     crash 

some  I  T>  years  ago, 

Joes  home  life  has  been  more  or 
less  of  a  mystery.  lie  lives  in  a  small 
,00.0  in  the  vp:><-  of  fln  tipper  floor 
,.  tii^  building  at  ni  Ten'h  street, 
over  1  second-hand  furniture  stot-p. 
I  h  never  allows  evpn  his  close  friends 
n,  enter  that  room.  Behind  the  door 
I  here  he  assembles  his  papers,  sorts 
0111  hi*  other  tin. Is."  including  par- 
Ma  l|\  smoked  cigars,  and  slepps.  He 
is  a  late  sleeper,  it  I«  said.  Seldom 
Joes  he  leave  his  room  until  1  '>  or  11 
O'clock  in  the  morning.  He  doesn't 
return,  as  a  rule,  until  late  at  night. 

His  Old   Wagon   Famous. 

Sometimes     he     makes     his     rounds 
pulling  an  old  wagon.    This  wagon  has  [ 
been  a  source  of  much' concern  to  Joe, 
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[Coughdrop  Joe'  Rarto,  92,  Dies; 
Plagued  by  Booth  Story  to  End 


Washington  hu  lost  one  of  its 
oldest  charact«ri. 

Giuseppe  Ratto,  the  man  who 
didn't  hold  Booth*  horse,  despite 
constant  stories  to  the  contrary, 
died  on  Monday  at  Providence  Hos- 
pital and  will  be  buried  tomorrow 
In  St.  Mary's  Cemetery  following 
funeral  services  at  the  Hanlon 
funeral  home  at  8:30  a.m.  and  a 
requiem  mass  at  the  Holy  Rosary 
Church  at  9  a.m. 

He  was  93  years  old.  Old  Wash- 
ingtonians  will  remember  him  as 
"Coughdrop  Joe,"  the  little  old  man 
In  a  faded  derby  pulled  down  over 
his  ears,  an  old  overlength  over- 
coat dragging  on  the  pavement  and 
ultra-fashionable  trousers  falling  in 
layers  about  shuffling  shoes  (he 
introduced  Oxford  bags  to  Wash- 
ington more  than  50  years  ago). 
For  years  he  poked  about  downtown 
trash  boxes  and  gutters.  His  only 
livelihood  was  the  sale  of  old  news- 
papers to  produce  and  fish  dealers. 

The  story  that  he  held  the  horse 
of  John  Wilkes  Booth,  Lincoln's 
assassin,  started  with  a  jest,  It  is 
said,  by  a  policeman  with  a  fond- 
ness for  the  picturesque  old  Ital- 
ian, was  the  bane  of  Joe's  existence 
for  many  years.  Mere  mention  of 
Booth  or  his  horse  threw  the  old 
man  into  a  rage  and  often  he  would 
chase  such  a  tormentor  for  blocks. 
The  story  was  an  obsession  wltn 
the  old  man,  and  he  lived  in  fear 
of  being  charged  with  complicity  In 
Lincoln  s  death. 

Giuseppe  Ratto  got  his  title  of 
"Coughdrop  Joe"  from  (he  fact  that 
for  years  he  peddled  Lewis'  Famous 
Ooughdrops  about  the  downtown 
saloon  district  of  Washington. 

He  came  to  the  District  in  1861, 
It  is  said,  after  first  settling  in  Phila- 
delphia on  arriving  in  this  country 
on  a  sailing  vessel  from  his  native 
Italy. 

Another  popular  story  with  old 
timers  is  that  Joe  was  injured  in 
the  reconstruction  of  the  old  Wll- 
lard  Hotel  almost  50  years  ago  and 
that  was  the  reason  for  his  small 
stature  and  shuffle.  It  is  said  that 
$300  is  the  most  he  ever  saved  at 
one  time,  and  that  he  lost  that  in  a 
real  estate  crash  some  35  years  ago. 
For  years  he  lived  in  the  400  block 
of  Tenth  street  N.W..  above  a  sec- 
ond-band furniture  store.  No  one 
was  allowed  to  enter  his  room,  from 


which  he  would  sally  forth  each  day 
about  11  a.m. 

Police  recall  him  for  his  wagon 
which  frequently  would  be  lost, 
strayed  or  stolen.  They  would  or- 
der a  lookout  for  Joe's  beloved 
equipment,  which  some  prankster 
had  dragged  away  to  an  alley  not 
for  from  his  home. 

For  the  last  four  or  five  years 
Joe  was  In  failing  health  at  the 
Sacred  Heart  Home,  where  his  good 
friend,  Father  De  Carlo  of  the 
Holy  Rosary  Church  cared  for  him 
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I'Coughdrop  Joe' Ratto,92/ Dies;! 
Plagued  by  Booth  Story  to  End . 


Washington  hu  lost  one  of  its 
oldest  characters. 

Giuseppe  Rat  to,  the  man  who 
didn't  hold  Booth*  horse,  despite 
constant  stories  to  the  contrary, 
died  on  Monday  at  Providence  Hos- 
pital and  will  be  burled  tomorrow 
In  St.  Mary's  Cemetery  following 
funeral  services  at  the  Hanlon 
funeral  home  at  8:30  a.m.  and  a 
requiem  mass  at  the  Holy  Rosary 
Church  at  0  a.m. 

He  was  92  years  old.  Old  Wash- 
ingtonlana  will  remember  him  as 
"Coughdrop  Joe,"  the  little  old  man 
in  a  faded  derby  pulled  down  over 
his  ears,  an  old  overlength  over- 
coat dragging  on  the  pavement  and 
ultra-fashionable  trousers  falling  in 
layers  about  shuffling  shoes  (he 
Introduced  Oxford  bags  to  Wash- 
ington more  than  50  years  ago). 
For  years  he  poked  about  downtown 
trash  boxes  and  gutters.  His  only 
livelihood  was  the  sale  of  old  news- 
papers to  produce  and  fish  dealers. 

The  story  that  he  held  the  horse 
of  John  Wilkes  Booth,  Lincoln's 
assassin,  started  with  a  jest,  It  Is 
said,  by  a  policeman  with  a  fond- 
ness for  the  picturesque  old  Ital- 
ian, was  the  bane  of  Joe's  existence 
for  many  years.  Mere  mention  of 
Booth  or  his  horse  threw  the  old 
man  Into  a  rage  and  often  he  would 
chase  such  a  tormentor  for  blocks. 
The  story  was  an  obsession  wltti 
the  old  man,  and  he  lived  in  fear 
of  being  charged  with  complicity  in 
Lincoln  s  death. 

Giuseppe  Ratto  got  his  title  of 
"Coughdrop  Joe"  from  the  fact  that 
for  years  he  peddled  Lewis'  Famous 
Ooughdrops  about  the  downtown 
saloon  district  of  Washington. 

He  came  to  the  District  in  1861, 
it  Is  said,  after  first  settling  in  Phila- 
delphia on  arriving  in  this  country 
on  a  sailing  vessel  from  his  native 
Italy. 

Another  popular  story  with  old 
timers  is  that  Joe  was  injured  in 
the  reconstruction  of  the  old  Wil- 
lard  Hotel  almost  50  years  ago  and 
that  was  the  reason  for  his  small 
stature  and  shuffle.  It  is  said  that 
$300  is  the  most  he  ever  saved  at 
one  time,  and  that  he  lost  that  in  a 
real  estate  crash  some  35  years  ago. 
For  years  he  lived  in  the  400  block 
of  Tenth  street  N.W.,  above  a  sec- 
ond-band furniture  store.  No  one 
was  allowed  to  enter  his  room,  from 


which  he  would  sally  forth  each  day 
about  11  a.m. 

Police  recall  him  for  his  wagon : 
which  frequently  would  be  lost. 
strayed  or  stolen.  They  would  or-] 
der  a  lookout  for  Joe's  beloved, 
equipment,  which  some  prankster  | 
had  dragged  away  to  an  alley  not 
for  from  his  home. 

For  the  last  four  or  five  years  I 
Joe  was  in  falling  health  at  the1 
Sacred  Heart  Home,  where  his  good 
friend,  Father  De  Carlo  of  the. 
Holy  Rosary  Church  cared  for  him. 


Did  "Coughdrop  Joe"  Rstto  hold  John  "likes  Booth's  horse  that 
fateful  night  of  President  Lincoln's  assassination?  Perhaps  he  believed 
he  did,  because  the  more  he  thought  about  it  the  better  he  could  remember 
the  incident.  Historians,  however,  know  the  horse  holder  was  one  "Peanuts" 
John  Burroughs.  This  established  historical  fact,  ironically  enough,  has 
no  bearing  on  the  Ratto  case. 

The  rumor  connecting  "Coughdrop  Joe"  with  Booth  was  the  bane  of 
his  existence.  Joe  was  mentally  low  grade  end  spoke  English  with  great 
difficulty.  He  received  his  nickname  during  his  youth  when  he  peddled 
Lewi3!  Famous  Coughdrops  in  the  downtown  saloon  district  of  "ashington  B.C. 
Born  in  Genoa,  Italy,  Joe  came  to  this  country  in  ■  sailing  vessel  before 
the  Civil  "ar.  His  given  name  was  Guiseppe.   During  a  part  of  his  boyhood 
he  lived  in  Philadelphia  but  is  said  to  have  come  to  "'asbington  in  1861. 
He  grew  up  in  the  neighborhood  of  10th  and  E  Streets. 

Ratto  was  very  short,  not  over  five  feet  in  stature.  Perhaps 
his  ambling  gait  could  be  attributed  to  an  injury  he  received  while  working 
as  a  building  laborer  on  the  reconstruction  of  the  old  Millard  Hotel.  He 
wore  a  mustache  of  the  handlebar  variety,  black  and  drooping.  His  shape- 
less black  derby  hat,  pulled  down  over  his  ears,  was  never  changed-- it 
was  timeless.  His  "ultra-fashionable"  trousers  fell  in  layers  about  his 
shuffling  shoes.   (Joe  -ar^s  said  to  have  be°n  the  men  who  introduced  Oxford 
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bags  to  1"ashington  some   three-euarters  of  a   century  ego.) 

Joe  always  looked   exactly  the   seme   as  he   shambled   along   in  his 
long  orer oo fit  which  hung     vmst  to  his   shoe   tops.     He  never  bpthed,    and 
if  he  ever  had  e  haircut  he  gave  it  to  himself.     1Prith   shoulders  hunched 
and  head  lowered,   preoocupied   and  oblivious   to   the   souealing  brakes  and 
souawking  horns  of  outraged  motorists,  Joe  ambled  across  "rashington  streets 
serenely  unconscious  of  the  fact  that  he  took  his  life   in  his  hands  each 
time  he   stepped   in  front  of  moving  traffic.       Often  he  could  be  seen  late 
pt  night  wending  his  lonely  way  ©long  F  Street,   between  9th  and   14th. 

"Coughdrop  Joe"  was  "'ashing ton's  oddest  character. 

Old  Joe  was   en  isolationist.     He  never  made   «ny  friends  nor  was 
he  even   cordial   to   anyone  he   chanced   to  encounter.      The   fsct  that  he  had 
lived  many  years  near   the  Ford  Theatre  lent  credence  to  the  reports 
associating  him  with  Booth.      Even  up   to   the  date  o**  Joe's  death  on  Monday, 
»ugust  12,    1946,    at  the  age  of  92,  he  was   in  constant  fear  of  being   accused 
of  complicity  in  Eooth's  plans.     Freouently,    instead  of  denying  the  assertbn 
outright,  he  would  blurt,   "They  can't  prove  it!" 

Ratto  wns   constantly  taunted  by   street  characters,    loafers,   news- 
boys  and  kids  who  would  yell   at  him,    "Didye  hold  Booth's  horse?".      Old 
Joe  would  fly  into   a  rage;   he  would   scream,  wave  his   arms,    spit,    jump  up 
end  down,   and  finally  chese  his   tormentors  for  blocks.      Often  he   carried 
a  pool   cue  which  he  -would   throw  like  a  javelin  at  the  boys  as  he   pursued   them. 
The  rumor  connecting  him  with  Bootti  orjtfc«ted,    it  is   said,   from  a  jest  by  a 

policeman  with  a   fondness  for  twitting   the  picturesoue  old   Italian.     The  joke 
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wss  next  taken  up  by  the  newsboys  who  unceasingly  poked  fun  at  him.  The 
rumor  grew  and  spread  until  nearly  everybody  in  Washington  came  to  refer 

to  Old  Joe  as 8  "the  man  who  held  Booth's  horse". 

Then,  too,  there  was  a  lot  of  mystery  ©bout  how  old  shuffling 
Joe  made  his  living.   Of  course,  it  was  evident  that  he  made  the  rounds 
of  the  downtown  trash  cans,  boxes  and  gutters.   But  what  exactly  was  his 
means  of  livelihood?   Did  he  have  funds  supplied  by  those  enemies  of  the 
government  who  had  -wished  to  see  Abraham  Lincoln  removed  from  the  Presi- 
dency?  A  reporter  from  the  ""ashington  Sunday  Star  solved  the  mystery. 
Joe  sold  old  newspapers  to  produce  and  fish  dealers.   Sometimes  he  would 
make  forty  or  fifty  cents  a  day.   If  he  oould  collect  one  hundred  pounds 
of  paper,  he  could  eprn  a  dollar.  He  once  saved  *300,  which  was  lost 
in  the  famous  "Waggsman  realty  crash  some  fifty  odd  years  ago. 

Before  Joe  took  up  the  paper  business  he  was  a  tin  foil 
collector;  but  when  the  cigarette  Mt4  chewing  gum  manufacturers  started 
using  the  cheaper  paper  substitutes,  he  was  out  of  business.  Joe  had  had 
to  adjust  to  the  times.  He  had  to  give  up  selling  ooughdrops  in  the  down- 
town saloon  district  with  the  advent  of  prohibition  which  put  an  end  to 
fre^   lunches  end  Lewis'  ooughdrops.  The  ooughdrops  were  of  far  greater 
value  socially  than  medicinally.  Tn  1926  Joe  gave  considerable  thought 
to  going  into  the  fruit  business  selling  apples,  oranges,  bananas  end 
grapes j  however,  this  ambition  he  was  never  to  realize. 

People  of  Washington  who  came  to  recognize  Old  Joe  when  seen  on 
his  nocturnal  jaunts,  wondered  v,here  and  how  he  lived.  He  had  ■  small  room 
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in  the  rear  of  an  upper  floor  of  the  building  at  416  Tenth  Street.     His 
room  "wps  over  a   seoond-h«nd  furniture   store.     Retto    ,'ould  never  allow  any- 
one to  visit  that  room.     Behind  a  closed  door  he  folded  his  papers  *nd 
sorted  out  his   other   "finds"   including  partially  smoked  cigars   and   cigar- 
ettes.     Apparently  Joe   liked  his  work   in   the  city's   trash  cans   ts   there 
was   «lso  the  s;lsmour  of  being  rewarded  with   the  unexpected  —   as  -well   as 
a   cut   finger  on   a   broken  beer  bottle,   or   a   skirmish   with  a   foraging  ret. 
Joe  was  a   late   sleeper.      Seldom  ever  did  he  leave  his  room  before  ten  or 
eleven  o'clock   in  the  morning.     He  was   a  night  character   --  hardly  ever 
returning   to  his  room  unHl    the  early  hours  of  the  morning. 

To  transport  his   "finds"    joe  had  an  old  ".vagon  or  push   cart. 
This  vehicle  was  an  item  of  as  much  concern  to  Joe   as   to   the -police  depart- 
ment.     It  was   always  getting   lost.      Often  it  would  turn  up  near    the   scene 
of  its  disappearance,    indicating  mischief  on  the  part  of  "Joe's  admirers" 
in  newsboy  circles. 

Because  Joe  was   so   sullen  and  uncommunicative,   he  became   a 
challenge  to  a  fe^v  policemen  and  others  who   sought  to  draw  him  out  about 
his  complicity  in  the  Lincoln  assassination  plot.      One  account  reveals  th^t 
while  drinking  beer  with  a  ouple  of  would-be  friends,  Joe  became  ouite 
confidential   and   confessed   th*»t  he   actually  did  hold  Booth's  horse.      To 
another  so-cslled  friend  Joe  emphatically  stated  that  he  never  held  Booth's 
horse.     Joe  was  old  enough  to  have  played  around   the   alloys  near   the  Ford 
Theatre  during  the  period  of  the  Civil  "'er.     Maybe  he  did  hold  Booth's 
horse   at  some   time  or  other  -  but  not  the  night  that  the  nsspssin  shot  the 
Sixteenth  President. 
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Had  not  Old  Joe  put  on  such  a  good  show  for  the  men  and  boys 
when  they  taunted  him  -with  their  accusations,  the  rumor,  which  began  with 
•  iest,  --"ould  have  been  forgotten,  nnd   "Coughdrop  Joe"  would  not  have 
lived  most  of  his  life  in  the  shadow  o^  a  crime  that  he  did  not  commit. 

Joe1 a  best  friend  was  Father  Nicholas  Do  Carlo  of  the  Holy 
Rosary  Church.   In  failing  health,  Joe  lived  the  last  four  years  of  his 
life  at  the  Sacred  Heart  Home,  He  lies  buri*;u  in  a  lot,  donated  by  a 
distant  relative,  in  the  St.  Meryfs  Cemetery.   There  is  no  marker  on  his 
grave. 

"Coughdrop  Joe"  was  an  alley  habitue;  his  alley  was  in  the  block 
only  one  square  removed  from  and  adjoining  the  Ford  Theatre  Sourre  on  the 
east.   'Out  of  one  alley  came  an  assassin,  and  out  of  the  outer  came  a  poor 
harmless  old  Italian  immigrant.   May  his  soul  rest  in  peace. 

m 
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WASHINGTON  3.  D.  C. 


Thanks  for  letting  us  see  the  material  returned  herewith: 
We  are  sorry  your  contribution  is  not  acceptable  for  the 
reason  indicated:  /""/  Not  our  type  subject;  f~J  not  our  kind 
of  treatment;  /~7  not  of  suffcient  general  interest;  /~7  local 
angle  (D.C.,  Md.,  Va.)  lacking  or  too  weak;  /~~J   too  similar  to 
feature  published  recently  or  in  preparation;  £J   suitable 
illustrations  lacking;  /~7   too  long;  Jy7  overstocked. 


Sincerely, 


Harry^  Bacas 
Editor  of  Sunday 
The  Star  Magazine 
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T''arch  3,  1963 


Col.  Handle  E.  Truett 
1&>2  North  Harrison  Street 
Arlington  5,  Virginia 

Dear  Eandle: 

I  was  Indeed  sorry  to  miss  you  when  I  wae  in 

Washington  Last  January.     I  snent  about  four  days  there,  two 
days  of  which  constituted  a  very  dull  week  end. 

T  know  we  could  have  had  a  lot  of  fun  discussing 
Tiincolniana— -particularly  philatelic  Lincolniana.  I  would 
pick  your  vacation  date  to  visit  Washington. 

purpose  in  writing  you.  is  to  "inquire  if  you 
know  of  any  Washington  publication  that  might  be  interested 
in  my  off-heat,  four  and  one-half  page  article  on  "Conghdrop 
Joe"  Ratto.  Perhaps  you  know  about  him.  He  was  an  illiterate 
Ttalian  that  was  accused  of  holding  Booth's  horse.  TIe 
didn't  actually  hold  Booth's  horse  but  he  was  accused  of  it 
so  long  that  he  began  to  thinV  that  he  really  did. 

This  would  be  a  good  article  for  an  April  issue 
of  a  newspaper  or  magazine.  T  sent  the  article  to  the 
editor  of  the  Sunday  Magazine  of  the  Washington  Star.  They 
returned  the  article  and  the  reason  stated  was  that  they  were 
"overstocked • ■ 

Tt  just  occurred  to  me  that  you  might  know  where  I 
could  place  this  article.  I  am  sending  you  a  xerox  copy. 
Naturally  I  want  to  sell  the  article — not  give  it  away. 

Give  my  best  regards  to  Elizabeth. 

lours  sincerely, 


R.  Gerald  Mctotry 
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Enclosures 


Its  name  indicates  its  character 


R.  Gerald  McMurtry 


Director 


The  Lincoln  National  Life  Foundation 

Fort  Wayne,  Indiana 

April  5,    1963 
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Mr.  Don  Bloc 

654  Emerson  Street 

Denver  3,   Colorado 

Dear  Mr.  Block: 

T  hope  this  letter  reached  you  after  all 
these  years.  You  may  recall  that  in  19^8  you  loaned 
use  a  photograph  of  "Cough -Drop"  Joe  Ratto  the  man 
who  was  accused  of  holding  Booths  horse. 

I  am  still  trying  to  make  something  out  of  that 
story  -  however  I  do  not  think  Ratto  was  guilty. 

You  have  a  photo  of  Ratto.  You  loaned  it  to 
me  when  I  was  at  Lincoln  Memorial  University.  Would 
you  be  so  kind  to  loan  It  to  me  again  -  so  that  I 
can  have  it  copied.  Of  course  X  would  like  to 
publish  it  with  my  article  at  some  future  date. 

Yours  sincerely, 


*=^3    j&uu&ft  IVj^/^fcp 


R.  Gerald  McFurtry 
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WE  BUY  S/NGLE  BOOKS  AND  WHOLE  LIBRARIES 


April  22,  1963 


Mr .Don  6 loch 
Collector's  Center 
1640  Arapahoe  Street 
Denver  2,  Colorado 

Dear  Mr.  Bloch: 

I  was  glad  to  have  your  letter  of  April  18th.  Thank* 
for  giving  use  permission  to  use  the  Cough  Drop  Joe  Ratto 
photograph.  I  will  try  to  get  you  a  credit  line  once  it 
is  published. 

Can  you  identify  any  of  the  Kn  ic  tfea  photo  who  are 
apparently  teasing  Ratto? 

I  have  looked  over  your  list  of  ephemeral  items.  I 
would  like  to  purchase  your  proof  sheet  (signature.)  of 
"Abraham  Lincoln,  A  History"  by  Nicolay  and  Hay.  Also 
please  send  me  your  "Salesman's  Dummy"  for  Tarbell*s 
Life  of  Lincoln  priced  at  $2.50. 

Please  send  me  your  invoice  in  duplicate  and  I  will 
remit.  I  suppoee  you  will  also  include  the  cost  of 

postage . 

\  [■■  "r  s 

i 

Yours  sincerely, 


I 

R.  Gerald  ttcMurtry 

F/GM:hb 
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President  Buchanan. 

The  original  letter  now  on  display  in  the  Lincoln 
Library-museum  of  the  Foundation  came  in  a  frame  bear- 
ing an  interesting  history  of  the  document: 

"President  Buchanan  gave  this  note  to  the  father  of 

Mr.  Adam  B.  Magraw  of County,  Maryland. 

He  gave  it  to  Cornelia  Day  McLanahan  who  married 

F.  Kingsbury  Curtis." 

F.  Kingsbury  Curtis  was  the  grandfather  of  Dr.  F.  K. 
Curtis  of  Bainbridge  Island,  Washington,  from  whom  the 
Director  of  the   Foundation   secured  the  original  letter. 

This  personal  note  has  a  particular  significance,  in 
that  it  was  written  by  an  incoming  President  of  the 
United  States  to  an  outgoing  President,  on  a  very  im- 
portant day  in  our  nation's  history.  Then,  too,  the  letter 
contains  another  intangible  element  —  a  proper  courtesy 
from  one  gentleman  to  another. 


Did  "Coughdrop  Joe"  Ratto  Hold  Booth's  Horse? 

Did  "Coughdrop  Joe"  Ratto  hold  John  Wilkes  Booth's 
horse  that  fateful  night  of  President  Lincoln's  assassina- 
tion? Perhaps  he  believed  he  did,  because  the  more  he 
thought  about  it  the  better  he  could  remember  the  inci- 
dent. Historians,  however,  know  the  horse  holder  was 
one  "Peanuts"  John  Burroughs.  This  established  histori- 
cal fact,  ironically  enough,  has  no  bearing  on  the  Ratto 
case. 

The  rumor  connecting  "Coughdrop  Joe"  with  Booth 
was  the  bane  of  his  existence.  Joe  was  mentally  low  grade 
and  spoke  English  with  great  difficulty.  He  received  his 
nickname  during  his  youth  when  he  peddled  Lewis' 
Famous  Coughdrops  in  the  downtown  saloon  district  of 
Washington,  D.  C.  Born  in  Genoa,  Italy,  Joe  came  to  this 
country  in  a  sailing  vessel  before  the  Civil  War.  His 
given  name  was  Guiseppe.  During  a  part  of  his  boyhood 
he  lived  in  Philadelphia  but  is  said  to  have  come  to 
Washington  in  1861.  He  grew  up  in  the  neighborhood  of 
10th  and  E  Streets. 

Ratto  was  very  short,  not  over  five  feet  in  stature. 
Perhaps  his  ambling  gait  could  be  attributed  to  an  in- 
jury he  received  while  working  as  a  building  laborer  on 
the  reconstruction  of  the  old  Willard  Hotel.  He  wore  a 
mustache  of  the  handlebar  variety,  black  and  drooping. 
His  shapeless  black  derby  hat,  pulled  down  over  his  ears, 
was  never  changed  —  it  was  timeless.  His  "ultra-fashion- 
able" trousers  fell  in  folds  about  his  shuffling  shoes. 
(Joe  was  said  to  have  been  the  man  who  introduced 
Oxford  bags  to  Washington  some  three-quarters  of  a 
century  ago.) 

Joe  always  looked  exactly  the  same  as  he  shambled 
along  in  an  overcoat  which  hung  almost  to  his  shoe  tops. 
He  never  bathed,  and  if  he  ever  had  a  haircut  he  gave  it 
to  himself.  With  shoulders  hunched  and  head  lowered, 
preoccupied  and  oblivious  to  the  squealing  brakes  and 
squawking  horns  of  outraged  motorists,  Joe  ambled 
across  Washington  streets  serenely  unconscious  of  the 
fact  that  he  took  his  life  in  his  hands  each  time  he 
stepped  in  front  of  moving  traffic.  Often  he  could  be 
seen  late  at  night  wending  his  lonely  way  along  F  Street, 
between  9th  and  14th.  "Coughdrop  Joe"  was  Washing- 
ton's oddest  character. 

Old  Joe  was  an  isolationist.  He  never  made  any  friends, 
nor  was  he  ever  cordial  to  anyone  he  chanced  to  en- 
counter. The  fact  that  he  lived  many  years  near  the  Ford 
Theatre  lent  credence  to  the  reports  associating  him  with 
Booth.  Even  up  to  the  date  of  Joe's  death  on  Monday, 
August  12,  1946,  at  the  age  of  92,  he  was  in  constant 
fear  of  being  accused  of  complicity  in  Booth's  plans. 
Frequently,  instead  of  denying  the  accusation  outright, 
he  would  blurt,  "They  can't  prove  it!" 

Ratto  was  constantly  taunted  by  street  characters, 
loafers,  newsboys  and  kids  who  would  yell  at  him,  "Didya 
hold  Booth's  horse?"  Joe  would  fly  into  a  rage;  he  would 
scream,  wave  his  arms,  spit,  jump  up  and  down,  and 
finally  chase  his  tormentors  for  blocks.  Often,  he  carried 
a  pool  cue  which  he  would  throw  like  a  javelin  at  the 
boys  as  he  pursued  them.  The  rumor  connecting  him  with 
Booth  originated,  it  is  said,  from  a  jest  by  a  policeman 
with  a  fondness  for  twitting  the  picturesque  old  Italian. 
The  joke  was  next  taken  up  by  the  newsboys  who  un- 
ceasingly poked  fun  at  him.  The  rumor  grew  and  spread 


Photograph  by    courtesy   of  Don   Bloch 

Photograph  (circa  1935-36)  of  Guiseppe  "Coughdrop 
Joe"  Ratto.  The  young  man  holding  back  the  crowd  for 
the  photographer  was  a  copy-boy  in  the  Washington  Star 
newsroom. 


until  nearly  everybody  in  Washington  came  to  refer  to 
Old  Joe  as  "the  man  who  held  Booth's  horse." 

Then,  too,  there  was  a  lot  of  mystery  about  how 
shuffling  Joe  made  his  living.  Of  course,  it  was  evident 
that  he  made  the  rounds  of  the  downtown  trash  cans, 
boxes  and  gutters.  But  what  exactly  was  his  means  of 
livelihood?  Did  he  have  funds  supplied  by  those  enemies 
of  the  government  who  had  wished  to  see  Abraham  Lin- 
coln removed  from  the  Presidency?  A  reporter  from  the 
Washington  Sunday  Star  solved  the  mystery.  Joe  sold 
old  newspapers  to  produce  and  fish  dealers.  Sometimes 
he  would  make  forty  to  fifty  cents  a  day.  If  he  could 
collect  one  hundred  pounds  of  paper,  he  could  earn  a 
dollar.  He  once  saved  $300,  which  he  lost  in  the  famous 
Waggaman  realty  crash  around  the  turn  of  the  century. 

Before  Joe  took  up  the  paper  business  he  was  a  tin 
foil  collector;  but  when  the  cigarette  and  chewing  gum 
manufacturers  started  using  the  cheaper  paper  substi- 
tutes, he  was  out  of  business.  Joe  had  to  adjust  to  the 
times.  He  had  to  give  up  selling  coughdrops  in  the  down- 
town saloon  district  with  the  advent  of  prohibition  which 
put  an  end  to  free  lunches  and  Lewis'  coughdrops.  The 
coughdrops  were  of  far  greater  value  socially  than  medi- 
cally. In  1926  Joe  gave  considerable  thought  to  going 
into  the  fruit  business  selling  apples,  oranges,  bananas 
and  grapes;  however,  this  ambition  he  was  never  to 
realize. 

People  of  Washington  who  came  to  recognize  Joe  when 
seen  on  his  nocturnal  jaunts,  wondered  where  and  how  he 
lived.  He  had  a  small  room  in  the  rear  of  an  upper  floor 
of  the  building  at  416  Tenth  Street.  His  room  was  over 
a  second-hand  furniture  store.  Ratto  would  never  allow 
anyone  to  visit  that  room.  Behind  a  closed  door  he  folded 
his  papers  and  sorted  out  his  other  "finds"  including 
partially  smoked  cigars  and  cigarettes.  Apparently  Joe 
liked  his  work  in  the  city's  trash  cans  as  there  was 
always  the  possibility  of  being  rewarded  with  the  un- 
expected —  as  well  as  a  cut  finger  on  a  broken  beer 
bottle,  or  a  skirmish  with  a  foraging  rat.  Joe  was  a  late 
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sleeper.  Seldom  ever  did  he  leave  his  room  before  ten  or 
eleven  o'clock  in  the  morning.  He  was  a  night  character 
—  hardly  ever  returning  to  his  room  until  the  early  hours 
of  the  morning. 

To  transport  his  "finds"  Joe  had  an  old  wagon  or  push 
cart.  This  vehicle  was  an  item  of  as  much  concern  to  Joe 
as  to  the  police  department.  It  was  always  getting  lost. 
Often  it  would  turn  up  near  the  scene  of  its  disappear- 
ance, indicating  mischief  on  the  part  of  Joe's  "admirers" 
in  newsboy  circles. 

Because  Joe  was  so  sullen  and  uncommunicative,  he 
became  a  challenge  to  a  few  policemen  and  others  who 
sought  to  draw  him  out  about  his  complicity  in  the  Lin- 
coln assassination  plot.  One  account  reveals  that  while 
drinking  beer  with  a  couple  of  would-be  friends,  Joe 
became  quite  confidential  and  confessed  that  he  actually 
did  hold  Booth's  horse.  To  another  so-called  friend  Joe 
emphatically  stated  that  he  never  held  Booth's  horse. 
Joe  was  old  enough  to  have  played  around  the  alleys 
near  the  Ford  Theatre  during  the  period  of  the  Civil 
War.  Maybe  he  did  hold  Booth's  horse  at  some  time  or 
other  —  but  not  on  the  night  that  the  assassin  shot  the 
Sixteenth  President. 

Had  not  Joe  put  on  such  a  good  show  for  the  men  and 
boys  when  they  taunted  him  with  their  accusations,  the 
rumor,  which  began  as  a  jest,  would  have  been  forgotten, 
and  "Coughdrop  Joe"  would  not  have  lived  most  of  his 
life  in  the  shadow  of  a  crime  he  did  not  commit. 

Joe's  best  friend  was  Father  Nicolas  De  Carlo  of  the 
Holy  Rosary  Church.  In  failing  health,  Joe  lived  the  last 
four  years  of  his  life  at  the  Sacred  Heart  Home.  He  lies 
buried  in  a  lot,  donated  by  a  distant  relative,  in  the  St. 
Mary's  Cemetery.  There  is  no  marker  on  his  grave. 

"Coughdrop  Joe"  was  an  alley  habitue;  his  alley  was 
in  the  block  only  one  square  removed  from  and  adjoining 
the  Ford  Theatre  Square  on  the  east.  Out  of  one  alley 
came  an  assassin,  and  out  of  the  other  came  a  poor 
harmless  Italian  immigrant.  May  his  soul  rest  in  peace. 

EDITOR'S  NOTE:  The  Editor  is  indebted  to  Bert  Sheldon  of  Wash- 
ington, D.  C.  who  in  the  1940's  provided  some  of  the  information 
incorporated   into  this  article. 


Coins  Minted  During  the  Administration 
of  Abraham  Lincoln 

During  the  administration  of  Abraham  Lincoln  sixteen 
different  varieties  of  United  States  coins  were  minted 
and  distributed.  This  chart  indicates  the  dates  they  were 
issued,  the  most  common  dates,  the  denomination  and 
the  metal  from  which  they  were  struck.  At  the  present 
time  the  Foundation  is  attempting  to  secure  each  coin 
(the  most  common  date)  for  display  in  the  Lincoln 
Library-Museum.  The  most  expensive  coin  of  the  lot  is 
the  three  dollar  gold  piece.  Such  an  exhibit  should  prove 
to  be  most  appropriate  when  displayed  with  the  medals, 
medallions,  and  Lincoln  cents  that  have  always  attracted 
so  much  attention  from  our  visitors. 


Dates  Issued 

Denomination 

Most   Common 

Date(s) 

Met 

1861'-1864 

Cent 

1862, 

1863 

Copper-Nickel 

1864-1865 

Cent 

1864, 

1865 

Bronze 

1864-1865 

Two    Cent 

1864, 

1865 

Bronze 

1865 

Three    Cent 

1865 

Nickel 

1861-1865 

Three    Cent 

1861, 

1862 

Silver 

1861-1865 

Half  Dime 

1861, 

1862 

Silver 

1861-1865 

Dime 

1861, 

1862 

Silver 

1861-1865 

Quarter 

1861, 

1862 

Silver 

1861-1865 

Half  Dollar 

1861, 

1862 

Silver 

1861-1865 

Silver  Dollar 

1861, 

1865 

Silver 

1861-1865 

Gold  Dollar 

1861, 

1862 

Gold 

1861-1865 

Quarter    Eagle 

1861, 

1862,   ' 

65-S 

Gold 

1861-1865 

Half   Eagle 

1861, 

1865-S 

Gold 

1861-1865 

Eagle 

1861 

Gold 

1861-1865 

Double    Eagle 

1861, 

1865-S 

Gold 

1861-1865 

Three  Dollars 

1861, 

1862,    1863 

Gold 

Dire  Political  Predictions 
1860 

In  the  fall  of  1860  the  success  of  the  Republican 
presidential  ticket  seemed  to  be  assured.  However,  as 
the  contest  continued  "a  glimmer  of  hope  arose"  for 
those  opposed  to  Lincoln.  To  be  sure  it  would  have  been 
impossible  for  Douglas,  Breckinridge  or  Bell  to  obtain 
a   majority   of  votes  in  the  electoral  college,   "   it  was 


within  the  bounds  of  possibility  to  defeat  Lincoln  by 
throwing  the  election  into  the  House  of  Representatives." 

With  such  a  turn  in  events  political  prognosticators 
then  believed  Breckinridge  might  be  elected,  or  if  the 
House  failed  to  mscke  a  choice,  Joseph  Lane  (who  ran 
with  Breckinridge  on  the  National  Democratic  ticket) 
would  become  President  because  he  surely  would  have 
been  chosen  Vice-President  by  the  Senate. 

This  was  not  a  fanciful  surmise  because  if  Lincoln 
had  gained  a  plurality  but  not  a  majority  of  the  elec- 
toral vote,  the  voting  would  have  been  by  states  in  the 
House.  The  political  experts  reasoned  that  the  delegates 
from  fifteen  states  would  support  Lincoln,  while  at  least 
twelve  states  would  support  Breckinridge,  and  six  doubt- 
ful delegations  might  go  for  Douglas  or  Bell.  This  divi- 
sion might  conceivably  lead  to  a  deadlock  in  the  House. 
Meanwhile,  the  Senate  would  choose  the  Vice-President 
(undoubtedly  Joseph  Lane),  and  if  a  new  President  had 
not  been  chosen  before  noon  on  March  4,  1861,  Lane  as 
Vice-President-elect  would  have  been  sworn  in  as  Presi- 
dent. 

This  possibility,  was  stressed  by  the  Hon.  John  Hick- 
man (Congressman  from  Pennsylvania)  in  a  speech  in 
Concert  Hall,  in  Philadelphia  on  Tuesday  evening,  July 
24,  1860.  This  speech  printed  in  pamphlet  form  (8  pages) 
was  copied  from  the  Chester  County  (Pennsylvania) 
Times.  While  the  speech  in  English  is  not  listed  in  the 
Monaghan  Bibliography,  it  is  listed  in  the  German  lan- 
guage as  M.  3735. 

Hickman  made  the  following  observations:  "Shall  Mr. 
Lincoln  be  elected?  The  one  hundred  and  twenty  elec- 
toral votes  of  the  South  will  be  divided  mainly,  if  not 
exclusively,  between  Mr.  Bell  and  Mr.  Breckinridge  .  .  . 
Such  effective  force  as  Mr.  Douglas  may  possess  is  in 
the  North;  but  his  most  sanguine  friends  admit  not  only 
that  his  election  is  impossible,  but  that  he  cannot  carry 
over  two  or  three  states.  The  body  of  the  northern  vote 
will  be  given  to  Mr.  Lincoln.  Mr.  Douglas's  supporters 
can  do  nothing  for  him;  the  only  significant  result  they 
can  possibly  produce  will  be,  to  withdraw  enough 
strength  from  Mr.  Lincoln  to  throw  the  election  into  the 
House.  This  done,  and  Lane  would  certainly  be  chosen 
by  the  Senate  —  the  condition  of  parties  in  the  House 
being  such  as  to  prevent  a  majority  of  the  States  agree- 
ing to  either  of  the  candidates.  Resting  on  these  admis- 
sions, for  they  are  accepted  universally,  we  discover  that 
every  vote  given  to  Mr.  Douglas  must  tend  to  the  eleva- 
tion of  Lane,  who,  possessing  neither  education,  ex- 
perience, nor  executive  ability,  has  been  selected  to  en- 
able the  South  to  make  the  most  out  of  an  accident  in 
case  it  shall  occur." 

Hickman's  fears  did  not  materialize.  Lincoln  and 
Hamlin  received  180  electoral  votes  (57  more  votes  than 
the  three  opponents  combined),  Breckinridge  and  Lane 
72,  Bell  and  Everett  39  and  Douglas  and  Johnson  12. 


The  First  Known  Publication  in 
Pamphlet  Form  of  the  Gettysburg  Address 

The  third  sale  of  the  Thomas  W.  Streeter  collection 
of  Americana  was  held  on  October  24-25,  1967,  at  the 
Parke-Bernet  Galleries  in  New  York  City.  At  this  sale 
a  pamphlet  containing  the  Gettysburg  Address  sold  for 
$15,000.  Listed  in  Monaghan's  bibliography  as  No.  192, 
it  is  the  first  known  publication  in  pamphlet  form  of 
the  Gettysburg  Address. 

The  cover  title  (1863)  follows:  The  Gettysburg  Solem- 
nities. Dedication  of  The  National  Cemetery  at  Gettys- 
burg, Pennsylvania,  November  19,  1863,  with  the  Oration 
of  Hon.  Edward  Everett,  Speech  of  President  Lincoln, 
&c,  &c,  &c,  Published  at  the  Washington  Chronicle 
Office. 

The  pamphlet  measures  10 %"  x  6%";  double  columns. 
Monaghan  knew  of  only  two  copies;  one  at  the  Illinois 
State  Historical  Library  at  Springfield,  Illinois,  and  one 
in  the  L.  D.  Carman  collection  in  the  Library  of  the 
Supreme  Council  Scottish  Rite  of  Free-masonry  in  Wash- 
ington, D.  C.  The  Streeter  copy  was  described  as  "Uncut, 
badly  dampstained  and  repaired,  full  morocco  slip  case." 

This  rare  publication  was  discussed  at  length  by  Paul 
M.  Angle  under  the  title  Four  Lincoln  Firsts  in  the 
papers  of  the  Bibliographical  Society  of  America,  volume 
Thirty-six,  First  Quarter,  1942.  The  article  later  ap- 
peared as  a  reprint. 


